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More than one-third of all cancer cases worldwide -- almost four million cases every year -- can be prevented by lifestyle modifications alone.

This is a huge avoidable burden of cancers on our already over-burdened health systems, particularly in developing countries. Tobacco cessation, diet, nutrition and exercise, sun safety and vaccination against cancer-causing viruses all play a role in influencing cancer risk. Simple changes in lifestyle can be taken to reduce cancer risk.

But unless the corporations are held accountable for misleading, deceptive and aggressive product promotion, which nullifies health awareness initiatives, lifestyle modifications for a healthy tomorrow will be a far fetched dream.

Undoubtedly the compelling need is to scale up awareness of what we can do to prevent cancer and to change people's behaviour in that light.

Healthy habits established early in life have a significant impact in later years. Behaviour is already formed before adolescence. The environment in which children grow up - at home, in school, and in the community - powerfully influences their behaviour later on, whether this regards tobacco use and exposure to second-hand smoke, diet and physical activity, or smart behaviour in the sun. 

Policymakers' decisions about cancer vaccination at an early age determine how far children and young people will be protected against cancers of the liver or cervix. This gives us all the more reasons, to focus on the young.

In this era of globalisation where corporations are aggressively selling us 'lifestyles', it is becoming increasingly tougher to advocate for healthy lifestyles. And if we can prevent one-third of cancers globally by just lifestyle modifications, then there is no reason not to do so.

The way forward is certainly awareness raising but as we raise awareness of healthy lifestyles of the young people, multinational corporations such as those of tobacco and alcohol majors, are aggressively promoting their products using western lifestyle imagery and product promotion strategies similar to product placement in films to negate the impact of well-intentioned awareness programmes about healthy lifestyles. 

So while strategising cancer prevention and awareness raising initiatives we can't ignore corporate accountability measures so that tobacco and alcohol corporations are not able to indulge in aggressive and deceptive advertising. And this is not an easy way forward. In the past tobacco and alcohol corporations have not been easy to monitor, and have invested resources in coming up with very well thought of product promotion strategies to capture the fancy of our young people, globally.

The markets of tobacco and alcohol corporations have only grown, despite global treaties on public health as well as national legislations putting blanket bans on tobacco and/or alcohol advertising in many countries. The manner in which product placement has risen sharply in cinema is of grave concern, more so because repeatedly studies carried out in developing as well as developed countries have conclusively proven the major influence of depicting tobacco/alcohol in cinema in initiating young people to use these products.

Also it is high time that we recognise the leadership value of communities living with cancers or those who are cancer survivors.

Cancer clinicians and researchers should work with them more closely and shift to other levels of advocacy. Cancer prevention initiatives are best run by communities themselves, and not by clinicians, who often enjoy a position where community people often look up at them making it more difficult to work together.

Let us hope that on this World Cancer Day, we will reassert our commitment to provide a smoke-free environment for children ("no smoking in homes"), encourage an energy-balanced lifestyle (regular physical activity and low-fat diet, avoid obesity), learn the facts about vaccinations (HBV – against the hepatitis B virus and HPV – against the human papillomavirus) and teach everyone at home especially young people to be sun-smart.
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